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John Archibald 
Browne Gray FRS

1918–2011
Died Jan 4th 2011, age 92

From Pacinian corpuscles to the 
MRC

John Gray was one of an amazing 
generation of physiologists who 
contributed so much to our subject 
in the years immediately following 
the Second World War. 

After studying at Clare College, 
Cambridge and UCL Medical School, 
John Gray graduated in medicine 
in 1942. He then did wartime 
physiological research, much of it at 
sea with the Pacific Fleet. Post war 
he worked at the MRC’s National 
Institute for Medical Research (NIMR) 
at Mill Hill with J.L. Malcolm and G.L. 
Brown (always known as G.L.). 

The topic was sensory transduction 
of touch and pressure and whether 
this involved direct mechano-
electrical transduction or occurred 
via an intermediate chemical 
step. The parallel was with the 
then great controversy about 
synaptic transmission – chemical 
or electrical? G.L. was firmly in 
the chemical camp on synaptic 
transmission, but one of the main 
achievements of John Gray was to 
show that certainly for mammalian 
mechanoreceptors, chemical 
intermediates were not involved. 
When G.L. moved to head Physiology 
at UCL he soon recruited John Gray 
as a Reader. John Gray started his 
work on Pacinian corpuscles at 
Mill Hill and continued it at UCL. 
In a series of papers from 1950 to 
1957 in The Journal of Physiology he 
established the rapidly adapting 
nature of this mechanoreceptor, 
demonstrated its remarkable 
sensitivity to rapid movements 
(threshold less than 1 µm) and 
established the importance of ion 
gradients for the receptor potential. 
The experiments were mostly in vitro 
and were carried out with a series 
of students and postdocs including 
Peter Matthews, David Inman, Jack 
Diamond and notably M. Sato. The 
Gray and Sato paper in 1953 (J Physiol 

122, 610–636) was a technical 
tour-de-force and significantly 
pushed forward our understanding 
of mechanoreception. 

John Gray played an active part in 
planning and delivering the teaching 
programme at UCL. A big project 
was trying to get more integration 
across departments within the 
biomedical degree programmes. 
He also insisted that all physiology 
students get serious university-level 
teaching in physics and chemistry. 
His Inaugural Lecture (he became 
a professor in 1959) was entitled 
The Place of Physiology in University 
Education and he argued for the 
value of physiology as a broad-based 
education in life sciences. John Gray 
became Dean of the Science Faculty 
at UCL in the early 1960s and found 
himself much distracted by academic 
administration. 

In 1966 he was offered the post 
of second secretary at the MRC, 
with the prospect of soon taking 
over as Secretary (in practice Chief 
Executive). In the end he decided 
to desert research and ran the MRC 
until 1977. He explained part of his 
thinking to me as follows: “If I am 
to become an administrator, better 
to do this in an organisation that 
understands administration”.

When he finished as MRC Secretary 
he arranged a deal that ensured 

his employment for some years 
as a member of the MRC External 
Staff. This enabled him to move to 
his home area in Devon and base 
himself at the Marine Biological 
Association Labs in Plymouth. 
There he worked with his old friend 
Eric Denton on the physiology of 
the lateral line in fish, publishing 
two papers in Nature in 1979 and 
1982, as well as a number of other 
papers through to 1991, mostly in 
the Journal of the Marine Biological 
Association. 

For me, John Gray was an 
inspirational teacher and supervisor. 
As mentioned at the start, he 
belonged to the post-war cohort 
whose memorial is surely that their 
research provided the foundation 
that fostered the development of 
physiological science over the last 
70 years.

Bruce Lynn

The Society also notes with regret 
the death of Francis (Frank) Beswick, 
who died peacefully on 11th January 
2011 and was elected a Member in 
1960, and Carlos Chagas Filho, who 
was elected a Member in 1952

John Gray from his days at the NIMR, Mill 
Hill.
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